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SWITZERLAND'S DIALOGUE WITH
THE NEW EUROPE

H. Dwight Page

In the midst of the extraordinary current political, economic
and cul tura 1 changes transforming Europe, few nations find
themselves in a greater dilenma than Great Britain and Switzerland.
While they must participate to a degree in the process of
European economic unification, both Britain and Switzerland risk
in so doing jeopardiz ing their political and cultural identities
to a greater extent than any other countries in Europe. No other
European culture re ve res political independence and sovereignty
as much as these two. In addition, whereas the other nation states
of Europe have been involved in larger supranational European
empires until recent times, Britain has steadfastly resisted
assimilation with Europe since the demise of the Anglo-French
Angevin Empire in the Middle Ages, concentrating its attention upon
its worldwide Corrmonwea 1th. As for Switzerland, it is the o1dest
democracy in Europe and has never been successfully annexed by any
international empire since the inception of the Swiss Confederation
in 1291. There still exists, seven hundred years later in 1991,
a very rea 1 and vigorous determination among the Swiss to preserve
the unique political and cultural features of their homeland,
regardless of the political decisions of their larger and more
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powerful

neighbors.

European

Community

The Swiss
is

position vis-a-vis

succinctly stated

the

by Professor

growing
Franc;ois

Saint-Owen of the University of Geneva:
In

the

absence of any drastic pressure from the public,

the future of Switzerland's relations with Europe in general
and with the EC in particular wi 11 depend on two sets of
factors, one concrete and the other symbo 1 i c; that is, the
economic

context

respectively,

the

and

the

former

po 1 iti ca 1-cultura 1
inciting

Switzerland

comp 1ex
towards

greater integration, while the latter sets imperative limits
to this policy. (282)
The historical causes for this Swiss obsession with political
and cultural autonomy are manifold.

Until 1848, the date of the

establishment of the modern Swiss state, the history of Switzerland
is marked by a series of struggles for independence from foreign
aggressors and involvement in foreign conflicts:
by

Rudo 1f

first, the attempt

of Hapsburg to invade the country, which prompted the

Eterna 1 A11 i ance of the cantons of Uri , Schwyz and Unterwa 1den in
1291;

secondly,

the encroachments of the Duchy of Burgundy upon

the Swiss Confederation, culminating in the Swiss victory over the
Burgundian

Duke Charles le Temeraire in the battles of Grandson,

Morat (1476) and Nancy (J477); thirdly, the religious division of
Germany into Protestant and Catholic factions following the Speyrer
Rei chstag of 1529, which threatened to involve the Protestant and
Catholic cantons of Switzerland in a Oivil War (Guggisberg, 636);
fourthly,

the

Confederation

disastrous
in

the

defeat

of

the

battle of Marignano

arm·i es
in

of

the

old

1515 near Milan.

Finally, in the present century, Adolf Hitler's mesmerizing appeal
to all the Gennan speaking peoples to unite under the auspices of
the Third Reich threatened in a lurid way to drive a fatal wedge
between the French and German cantons.
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The defeat at Mari gnano taught the Swiss that the best way
to preserve the political sovereignty and security of their state
was to abstain from military involvement in foreign wars altogether.
During the Reformation and the Counter-Reformation, which culminated
in the Thirty Years' War (1618-48), the cantons consciously avoided
involvement in foreign wars in order to maintain religious peace
at home and to spare the Confederation the ravages of war that
decimated Germany during that period (Bohn, 338). Just as the very
existence of the . Swiss state was threatened by the religious
conflicts in Germany and France (1517-1648), so the stability of
the Confederation would be threatened by the religious differences
among the cantons themselves until well into the nineteenth century.
When the religious strife in the rest of Europe had somewhat abated,
Swiss home and foreign policy continued to be dictated by religious
questions. There arose in Switzerland in the eighteenth century--the
Enlightenment--a rather unenlightened cultural and intellectual
antagonism resulting from the religious differences of the
Protestant and Catholic cantons. The religious problem was
exacerbated in that the economies of the Protestant and Catholic
During the eighteenth and
cantons had deve 1oped very unevenly.
first half of the nineteenth century, industry had scarcely appeared
at all in the Catholic cantons of interior Switzerland, in Freiburg
and in the Valais.
In these cantons the real political power and
influence were held by the pries ts, who were oriented toward Rome
and . who regarded the industrialization of the Protestant cantons
with profound dislike (Stucki, 132). The ecclesiastical Catholic
influence was thus detrimenta 1 to the economic deve 1opment of the
Swiss state.
Indeed, this religious strife grew so serious that
it would lead to the only civil war in Swiss history: the rebellion
of the Ca tho 1i c Sonderbund. This was a 1eague formed by the seven
predominantly Catholic cantons to protect their interests against
attempts to strengthen the federal government by the liberals,
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most of whom were Protestants.

The Ca tho 1i c-conservati ve cantons

of Lucerne, Uri , Schwyz and Unterwa 1den, Frei burg and Va 1a is made
a

secret special

The

formation

alliance to protect their political interests.

of this

special

alliance--the Sonderbund--served,

however, only to sharpen the antagonism of the other cantons against
the

"Papists" who were obstructing the

intellectual

progress of the

November, 1847.
capitulated.

political,

Confederation.

economic and

War broke out in

It lasted only twenty-six days, when the Sonderbund

The

twenty-eight.

total
The

number

decisive

of
result

dead

was

only one

hundred

of

the

conflict was

the
2
es tab 1 i shment of a new federa 1 government with its seat at Bern.
Clearly, the modern Swiss state was literally born out of religious
controversy.

In view of these circumstances,

it

is easy

to

understand why, historically, the Swiss have insisted upon political
autonomy and have consistently refused to form political or military
alliances since 1515.

Had the Swiss government allied itself either

with Protestant states such as Germany, Holland or Britain, or with
Catholic

states

such as

France,

Spain or Italy, it would have

widened the rift between the Protestant and Catholic cantons, which
continued to maintain close ties with states outside Switzerland
of

the

same

religious

persuasion.

International neutrality was

a necessity if religiously divided Switzerland were to survive at
all,

and neutrality did become a formal dictum of Swiss foreign
policy in 1674 {Bohn, 337). 3
Another

reluctance

important
to

historical

reason

for

Switzerland's

be too deeply involved in European affairs is the

extraordinary industrial prosperity it has enjoyed for centuries . .
At the end of the eighteenth century Switzerland was the most highly
i ndustri a 1 i zed country on the continent of Europe, and second in
the world in industrial production only to Great Britain {Stucki,
34).
The Swiss are rightly proud of this remarkable record, and
they attribute it to their gover~ment 1 s historically unique policies
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regarding industrial production:
a laissez-faire attitude, an
unusual degree of liberalism and marked decentralization in the
business sphere, the predominance of small businesses and the lack
of governmental regulation of maximum working hours per week. The
latter policy is a special advantage for the Swiss worker in that
it permits private firms to pay salaries far above the European
average because the employees work more hours per week, thus
producing more, enabling the firm to yield higher profits. The
very troub 1i ng question in the minds of many Swiss workers is to
what extent Swiss firms and factories wi 11 be compe 11 ed to conform
to European-wide labor regulations, should Switzerland become a
full-fledged member of the European Community. Such international
homogeneity in labor practices would mean a significant decrease
in salary for many of them.
Switzerland has also for centuries been regarded as the
political and intellectual sanctuary of Europe, a fact made
eminently clear to filmgoers around the globe at the conclusion
of Jean Renoir's La Grande I 11 us ion where two French prisoners of
war escape their German captors by simply crossing the Swiss border.
One of the German soldiers in hot pursuit of the two Frenchmen
acknowledges the sacred i nvio 1abi 1i ty of Swiss territory when he
orders his comrades not to fire on the fleeing men, stating with
emphatic resignation, "Sie sind in der Schweiz. 11 The idea and
reality of a Switzerland where the persecuted individual is safe
from all harm is one of the most significant and wonderful concepts
in history. This quality of inviolability is clearly a function
of Switzerland's historically singular political status as the only
truly autonomous democracy in Europe, free of the constraints
necessitated by alliances and treaties with or annexations and
concessions to other states.
In the eighteenth century, for
example, had Switzerland not been neutral but had instead maintained
a11 i ances with France and Germany, then that nob 1e French radi ca 1
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Voltaire could have been extradited from his chateau at Les Delices
just insi.de the Swiss border at Geneva by order of a disgruntled
Louis XV or Frederick the Great of Prussia. On the contrary,
Voltaire enjoyed the fruits of Swiss neutrality--the right of
asylum--and was invulnerable to his French and German adversaries.
In the nineteenth century Switzerland earned a reputation as a
center of revolutionary activity. The Austrian Chancellor Prince
Metternich designated Switzerland as the "vehicle of revolutionary
action" and Kaiser Wilhelm I of Prussia claimed that it was Europe's
responsibility
to
burn
out
that
"rat
nest
of
revolutionaries--Switzerland" (Bonjour 638). Later in the century
Bismarck was concerned by the subversive influence of Swiss social
democratics in Germany, and during the First World War Switzerland
served of course as the base of operations for the revolutionary
activities of Lenin exiled from Russia. 5
This tradition of
I
sanctuary, an outgrowth of Switzerland s unique neutra 1 position,
could be undermined if the country were to be united politically
as we 11 as economically with the European Corrmunity. The Swiss
could not in good conscience claim to be the protectors of
non-conformists whi 1e conforming to the homogeneous 1aws of the
European Community.
These are the principal historical origins of Swiss veneration
for political autonomy and economic self-reliance.
In terms of
the contemporary situation in Europe, there are a number of
obstacles impeding increased Swiss participation in the process
of European integrat1on. Just as the Swiss have the honor of being
the most genuine democracy in Europe, so too do they enjoy the
venerable rep.u tation of being the most stable European society,
a stability which has been little affected by all the radicals to
whom they have granted sanctuary over the centuries. Whereas since
1848 France, Germany and Italy have all experienced a series of
transitory, unstable governments and involvement in chaotic

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol28/iss1/3
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international conflicts, Switzerland has pursued a steady course
through the turbulent European sea, preserving its neutrality,
avoiding being drawn into war, developing its industries, increasing
its world trade and managing its political affairs with
business-like efficiency.
These accomplishments were a direct
result of the Swiss' deliberate isolation from involvement in
European political affairs. It is not surprising therefore that
the Swiss would view with extreme skepticism any movement that would
inextricably involve them in a pan-European political structure,
a structure whose shaky foundations in this century inspire little
confidence.
The benefits of their present social system simply
outweigh the risks of unqualified integration with the rest of
Europe.
Those who have 1ived in Switzerland can sympathize with their
point of view. Except for Scandinavia, no other area of Europe
is so prosperous.
Moreover, the Swiss character is imbued by
remarkably high ethical standards. They are consistently polite,
helpful to strangers, and honest. As the Englishman Hamilton Fyfe
well noted, one is never cheated or overcharged in Switzerland (Fyfe
11). Even clerks and sales people in shops in Suisse romande 6 speak
French with careful attention to gralllllar. And in the German cantons
people in all walks of life switch from Schwyzerdeutsch to
Hochdeutsch 7 with amazing celerity as soon as they detect that their
interlocutor is a foreigner. A persona 1 anecdote wi 11 serve to
illuminate Swiss virtues. After having waded through the morass
of French bureaucracy as a student at the University of Montpellier
in France during the seventies, I was astonished in the spring of
1990 at the University of Lausanne when the secretary at the
registrar's office immediately gave me an auditor's card without
asking any questions at all. When I offered to pay a token fee,
she replied, "Ce ne serait pas juste, Monsieur. 11 ne reste que
six semaines dans le semestre. Je ne pourrais pas de bonne foi
prendre votre argent." *
* "That would not be fair, sir. Only six weeks are left in the
semester. I could not take your money in good conscience."
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 1992
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The Swiss are equally renowned for their democratic customs
and high level of self-esteem. It would be easy to mistake railway
conductors and shop owners for judges or professors so well do they
dress, speak and conduct themse 1ves. Many visitors have concurred
that Switzerland is perhaps the most civilized and intelligent
country in the world (Fyfe 74).
This opinion is certainly
corroborated by a cursory survey of the i 11 ustri ous foreigners who
have chosen to reside there:
in the eighteenth century Voltaire,
Goethe and Edward Gibbon, who wrote The Deel i ne and Fa 11 of the
Roman Empire at Lausanne; in the nineteenth century the English
Romantic poets She 11 ey and Lord Byron, who wrote "The Pri saner of
Chillon" at the Hotel d'Angleterre also in Lausanne, as well as
Honore de Ba 1zac, A1exandre Dumas, Andre Gide, George Eliot, and
the composers Franz Liszt and Richard Wagner; in the twentieth
century A1bert Einstein at Bern and Thomas Mann at Zurich and in
the area around Lake Geneva Charlie Chaplin, Yul Brynner, Audrey
Hepburn, James Mason, Noel Coward, William Holden, David Niven,
Sophi a Loren and Sir Winston Churchi 11. Nor should we forget the
myriad of celebrities today who winter at Gstaad in the Bernese
Oberland, ranging from Pricess Caroline of Monaco and King Juan
Carlos of Spain to Elizabeth Taylor, Julie Andrews (alias Fraulein
Maria) and Robert Redford.
A second obstacle of considerable scope restraining complete
Swiss integration into the political structure of the European
Co1T1T1unity is the high priority accorded by the Swiss to . the
principles of political sovereignty and federalism.
It was after
a11 this profound reverence for the right to govern themse 1ves
through
direct
popular
vote
at
the
local
level--the
Kantonligeist--which gave birth to the Confederation in 1291,
ins pi ring the citizens of Uri, Schwyz and Unterwa 1den to drive out
the more powerful armies of Rudolf of Hapsburg. Indeed, the oldest
characteristic of Swiss history is the self-government of the people
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of the individ:ual cantons (Bonjour 680). Although there did exist
a central Diet with limited powers, the Swiss Confederation was
mainly governed at the cantonal level until 1848. This federalist
system of government is sti 11 dear to the hearts of the Swiss, as
evidenced by the fact that the principal political conflict in
Switzerland since the Civil War of 1847 has been the struggle
between the centralists, who desire to grant more power to the
Federal Council and National Assembly in Bern, and the federalists,
who strive to preserve the tradi ti ona l rights of the local cantons
and communes (Stucki 159). The power of the federalist movement
in Switzerland is perhaps best illustrated by the fact that the
judiciary process still remains within the province of jurisdiction
of the cantons rather than under the control of the central
government in Bern. The Supreme Tribunal of Switzerland is itself
located at Lausanne, the capital of the French canton of Vaud,
rather than in the national capital at Bern.
In sum, the hallmarks of Swiss democracy are extensive popular
rights, federalism and the lengthy terms of office of state
officials (Bonjour 685).
Swiss federalism, unfortunately, has
specific features which would make adaptation to the laws of the
European Corrmunity difficult. One major factor is that Switzerland
relies on direct democracy mechanisms, in such a way that any
transfer of sovereignty to the i nternati ona 1 1eve 1 would mean an
equivalent loss of power for Swiss citizens in legislating by the
traditional referenda and initiatives.
In the current discussions
between the European Free Trade Association ( EFTA), 8 the economic
federation to which Switzerland already belongs, and the European
Community, the main point of dispute is the procedure of codecision
between EFTA and the European Community in the policy making process
for the new European Economic Space, which wi 11 be es tab 1i shed on
January 1st, 1993.
The European Community has steadfastly
maintained that only official members of the European Community
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have the right of codecision; associative partners, such as members
of EFTA, will be consulted in the decision making process but will
not participate directly in the formulation of the new pan-European
Although the European Community had
laws (Aschinger, EWR). 9
somewhat relented in 1989 by promising to consider a genuine right
of democratic codecision for the EFTA states, it seriously
disappointed the latter when its official representative, the Danish
foreign minister Uffe Ell emann-Jensen, announced on June 19th, 1990
that equal participation by the EFTA countries in EC decisions
regarding the laws of the Europea~ Economic Space had been excluded.
From the Swiss point of view, however, the centra 1 point in
the continuing discussion concerning the European Economic _Space
is precisely the organization and equal distribution of the rights
of codecision in the pan-European law making process. At the
conference of EFTA countries in Goteborg, Sweden in June, 1990,
the President of the Swiss Confederation Arnold Koller stated with
unmistakable clarity that the democratic process of codecision
involving non-EC countries in the legal construction of the new
European Economic Space was the 1eadi ng priority for Switzerland
in the negotiations with Brussels.
He further stated that the
fundamental question to which all essential problems in the process
led was how the equality of rights and responsibilities of all
signatories to the treaty were to be realized (Aschinger, EWR).
Clearly the concept of pure democracy is a vital force in
contemporary Swiss politics and a major factor in the Swiss
government's considerations of appropriate measures vis-a-vis the
European Cormnunity.
The difficulties in the adaptation of Swiss policies to those
of the European Economic Space are exacerbated by two additional
considerations:
Firstly, the treaty on the European Economic Space
implies important adaptations of the laws of the individual
participant states to the new pan-European laws governing free
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trade, common currency, and so forth. In response, Bern has drawn
up a list of exceptional cases where the vital interests of the
Swiss Confederation require the retention of certain Swiss laws
in their original form. These include alien resident laws, laws
pertaining to real estate and the purchase of property in
Switzerland by persons residing abroad, the protection of the
environment and health, and the domestic and international transport
of goods on Swiss highways (Bessard, Diethelm). Nonetheless, in
terms of domestic politics, the serious question arises how
pervasive the effects of the pan-European 1aws wi 11 be upon the
cherished Swiss tradition of direct democracy. Rene Felber, a Swiss
representative to EFTA and negotiator with the EC, has stated
frankly, 11 Si le peuple suisse accept un Traite sur l 'EEE general,
celui-ci aura la_ predominance sur le droit national" (Bessard).*
This situation could mean that initiatives disputing the treaty
would not be possible, and a certain number of referenda might no
longer be allowed. Unless the negotiations are conducted with great
care, the fundamental mechanisms of Swiss democracy could be
impaired.
Secondly, the president of the European Commission, M. Jacques
Delors, declared shortly before the Common Market conference in
Dublin in June, 1990 that the Commission was favoring the
construction of a single European political system for participant
states, in keeping with the European Community's increasingly
homogeneous economic structure. 1O A1though this move would not
necessarily lead to the creation of a completely federal Europe
governed from Brussels and Strasbourg, the announcement does imply
an important transfer of sovereignty to the supranati ona 1 1eve l.
The Europ~an Parliament in Strasbourg, for example, would thereby
be invested with new powers, the managerial powers of the European
CoD111ission would be strengthened, and the number of Co11111issioners
reduced so as to render the i nsti tut ion less dependent upon member
states.

* "If the Swiss people were to accept a general treaty with the EC,
this treaty would supersede the national law."
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 1992
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Such supranational centralization of power is directly contrary
to the Swiss propensity for decentralization and the delegation
of power to the 1oca 1 cantona 1 1eve 1s.
The centra 1 i zed,
bureaucratic administration of the European Community is what the
Swiss have always most disliked about this organization, and is
the main reason they have so adamantly resisted membership. This
innate Swiss antipathy for centralized bureaucracy also explains
why the Swiss prefer membership in the EFTA and the Council of
Europe, which both foster i nternati ona 1 discussion and exchange
but do not impose supranational regulations upon their members.
As can be easily imagined, this recent acceleration of
centralization within the European Community has generated
considerable controversy in Switzerland. The Swiss perceive several
defects in this "Europe 92 11 : its excessive emphasis upon economic
benefits and goals to the detriment of political and cultural
ideals; the lack of a federal structure protecting the cultural
identities of the individual European states; an unresolved conflict
between the centra 1i zing demands of the new homogeneous economy
and the growing demands for sovereignty among the various regions
of Europe.
Indeed, the Swiss people have not at all committed
themselves to participation in this new 11 adventure. 11 Their economy
is one of the strongest in Europe, and they need not become official
members of the European Economic Space. And if we are to be 1i eve
reports in the press in French and German Switzerland, they may
continue to resist conformity with their neighbors as they have
done in the past.
Right-wing populists such as Christoph Blocher
and Otto Fischer are 1eadi ng the movement against the project for
the European Economic Space, but they are not a 1one. A number of
people, representing the spectrum of political points of view, are
speaking out in growing numbers against the complete integration
of Switzerland into a pan-European political and economic community
{Aschinger, "Europa 92 11 ) .

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol28/iss1/3
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The following remarks offered by Monsieur Victor Ruffy,
President of the Swiss National Assembly, following an interview
in Lausanne in July, 1990, should assist the reader to comprehend
more intelligently the complexity of the Swiss dilemma: 11
The Author:

In the United States we hear a lot said about the
European Community, but we are not so famliar with
EFTA (the European Free Trade Association).
Could
you exp 1a in to our readers the pri nci pa 1 differences
between EFTA and the EC?

M. Ruffy:

When
Switzerland was able to choose between
integration into the community and participation in
a free trade association, the majority of the members
of the po 1it i ca 1 c1ass of our country preferred the
association of purely economic character, guaranteeing
to Switzerland the opportunity to develop without
constraint its trade with the rest of the world.
Neutrality, universality are principles which have
permeated our foreign po 1icy and which continue to
permeate it. They certainly played a role in this
choice, especially vis-a-vis the members of the future
Co1T111unity who had been · the principal protagonists
of the Second World War. Moreover, the flexibility
of the structure of EFTA was more attractive to the
Helvetians than the imposition of an impressive
organization, required by the necessities of the times
and the perspective of an European Community.
Today the situation is quite different.
EFTA
has progressively lost some of its weight fn favor
of the European Convnuni ty which has accepted Great
Britain, Denmark and Portugal. But in addition to
this change in its degree of power must be added the
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M. Ruffy:
(cont.)

growing expansion of the Community's area of authority
which harmonizes or tries to harmonize other sectors
besides the economy itself.
It is we 11 known that
Community politics will be playing a major role
henceforth in the field of scientific and applied
research with programs such as EUREKA, and it is al so
known that the Community's recognition of university
diplomas throughout Europe constitutes a kind of
shareholder's contribution to the assets of the
Euroepan Community.

The Author:

Confronting the vast perspectives offered by the
Unique Act of 1993 in terms of liberties (free
circulation of products, of capital and of labor),
how can one understand the reserved attitude of
Switzerland, a country at the heart of Europe and
as such expected to be integrated into it, lest it
suffer,
paradoxically,
the
disadvantages
of
marginalization?

M. Ruffy:

Swiss reservations are of three different kinds.
First of all, of a political and institutional nature.
Switzerland dreads the loss of political autonomy,
the international delegation of authority in the
sphere of foreign policy, of national sovereignty
which is more essential for Switzerland than for
another country.
After integration into the
Community, there will be without doubt in Switzerland
_a restriction on the areas where the initiative
and the · referendum wi 11 be ab 1e to function
effectively. Now these are fundamental popular rights
of our democratic system to which the Swiss are so
attached that they sometimes take advantage of them.
This obstacle is all the greater in that the Swiss

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol28/iss1/3
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M. Ruffy:
(cont.)

people wi 11
Cormnunity.

be asked to vote on adherence to the

Next of an economic nature.
Switzerland has
a market economy including, however, peculiarities
seriously threatened by international integration.
The agri cultural economy, for different reasons, is
a very strongly supported sector which wi 11 resist
alignment with the prices of the European Cormnuni ty.
Even if we manage to find ways permitting us to
diminish the costs of our agriculture, the Swiss
population is not ready to accept the abandonment
of our marginal regions, to allow certain lands to
lie fallow, nor to allow the "doping" of easily worked
1ands with enriching fertilizers.
There are other
sectors of the economy which feel threatened, worried
and which are at present opposed to integration. This
feeling is especially widespread in the construction
industry. The concept of federalism being used in
a
small
country like Switzerland, according
consequently the status of sovereign state to small
territories, it has favored the development of
structures of production determined by the size and
industrial capacity of each of these "states."
Competition between firms rarely occurs beyond the
borders of the firm I s home canton.
Few Swiss
businesses or industrial plants have the size or
capital requisite for operation at the national
level.
In addition, in a general way, the sectors
of production in Switzerland are motivated by a
majority of sma 11 and medium-size enterprises.
Adherence to the European Cormnuni ty wi 11 quite
probably lead to numerous and profound movements of
integration.
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M. Ruffy:
(cont.)

Finally, of

a

cultural and existential : nature.

Although celebrating

its

seven

hundredth

birthday,

Switzerland is a country which in its modern form-and if you wish completed form--is a recent creation.
The

Constitution

giving

sanction

to

the

Swiss

structures of government that we know today, dates
from the middle of the past century.

The Swiss speak

four

of

different

languages,

three

recognized as official and whose
beyond
by

the Swiss

all

the

Swiss

borders.

11

cradles

which
11

are

are located

The only culture shared

is a political culture.

To decrease

importance of the nati ona 1 l eve 1 of government

at Bern through a delegation of authority to Bruxelles
will

weaken,

almost

inevitably,

the ties

between

members of our Confederation, who, by means of their
respective

cantonal

structures,

will

reorganize

themselves in a different way, for example with the
regions of nei ghbo.r i ng countries. They wi 11 be ab 1e
to

do

this

boundaries

1993).
such

all

the more easily in

that national

(in Europe) wi 11 have disappeared ( after

Without being

a

cause for serious a 1arm,

perspective is not something a state should

a

treat lightly.
The Author:

What

are . the principal contributions of Switzerland

at the Counci 1 of Europe in Strasbourg?

Are there

areas

remarkab 1e

where

Switzerland

exercises

influence?
M. Ruffy:

The term 'remarkable' is perhaps exaggerated.
just

say

that

for

particularly these
Swiss

delegation

European

the

past few years

and more

last months, the members of the
have

tried to show how the

context could strengthen the
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Mr. Ruffy:
(cont.)

Council of Europe, a true structure of assimilation
for the countries of centra 1 and eastern Europe, an
interparliamentary
platform
permitting
the
encouragement of the most sensitive debates without
resorting
to
either 'dictates' or 'imperative
mandates'.
This organization should become the
parliamentary structure for numerous fields approached
today within the framework of the CSCE which is still
in the process of deve 1opment. We fee 1 , as do many
politicians, that this conference should now be
institutionalized, and it is for this purpose that
the Swiss delegate to the Council of Europe, Monsieur
FlUckiger, has offered a proposal of resolution
countersigned by his Swiss colleagues.
We must inc 1ude within this concept the efforts
undertaken notably by M. Peter Sager, a Swiss delegate
to the Council of Europe, to establish quality
contacts with the new political authorities in central
and eastern Europe.
In addition, in keeping with
the resolutions made at Bern concerning the protection
of the environment, the Swiss delegation has insisted
upon obtaining in the respective parliaments (Bern
and Strasbourg) the application of measures and norms
permitting
the
avoidance of the progressive
degradation of our European natural environment.

The Author:

What are the principal Swiss contributions to the
process of integration of the countries of Eastern
Europe into this new Europe?

M. Ruffy:

It is still too early to be able to give you precise
facts on the nature of the aid which wi 11 be accorded
to the Eastern Block countries. We have decided quite
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M. Ruffy:
(cont.)

,.>:

obviously to intensify our contacts in order to get
to know each other better and to understand what we
can bring to the current circumstances.
It is well
understood that it is up to our colleagues in the
countries of central and eastern Europe to specify
what their needs are.
For the moment, discussions
on this topic are under way at Bruxelles where the
Group of 24 is charged with assuring within an
enlarged framework the compatibility between requests
and offers of assistance. Switzerland has al ready
put at their disposal 250 million francs. A Swiss
office charged with the coordination of this
assistance has been recently established in Warsaw.
As far as information, exchanges of experience,
and the eventual advice that we could furnish, we
are leading discussions at the international level
at the Council of Europe in Strasbourg and at the
national level in Berne at the very time of the visits
of the various delegations.
We are developing a
service which will be able to assure regular
information about the functioning of our democratic
system.
A delegation from East Germany has just left
Switzerland, and we are expecting in November ( 1990)
a Hungarian delegation. Moreover, the Presidents of
the two Chambres at Bern (Conseil des Etats and
Conseil National) will pay an official visit to the
Soviet Union at the end of August (1990) and will
make a brief stop at Prague during this trip.
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President Ruffy's elucidations make clear that, while there
are considerable problems to be overcome in reformulating
Switzerland's position vis-A-vis the European Community, Switzerland
is nonetheless making significant contributions to the process
of European unification, especially within the context of its
participation in decision making at the Council of Europe in
The Swiss sincerely feel that they are contributing
Strasbourg.
as much to the creation of a more democratic, cooperative Europe
as their profound commitment to their neutrality and political
sovereignty allows. Their history indicates that they can foster
international cooperation and goodwi 11 without a legally binding
assimilation into a formal structure such as the European Community.
Indeed, for decades the Swiss have been at the forefront of
the movement to increase international understanding and good will
in Europe and elsewhere. In this regard, one must take into account
their numerous colonies abroad, including sizable Swiss communities
in France, Germany, Austria, Argentina, Brazil , the United States
and Canada (Stucki 98); the active "European" party in Swiss
politics, which is striving to create transnational regions governed
by international political codecisions (Rohr 307); the extraordinary
concern with the welfare of political refugees. For instance,
during the 1990 summer session of the National Assembly in Bern,
fully a quarter of the debates dea 1t with the issue of reforms of
the laws on asylum and numerous speakers from the French, German
and Italian cantons reiterated with sincere cogency the Swiss
humanitarian mission regarding refugees. 12 It is also important
to admire the excellent English and extensive knowledge of American
history and literature among many Swiss.
In Switzerland, if you
are American, you can do no wrong. An excellent illustration of
Swiss Americanophilia are the conversations I overheard beside the
Pully swimming pool near Lausanne one Saturday afternoon in July,
1990.
I verified at least a dozen conversations sprinkled with
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phrases like "les Americains, 11 "des copains americains, 11 "mon voyage
en Ameri que l I ete derni er, II "mon voyage en Ameri que l 'annee
prochaine, 11 "une bourse pour etudier aux Etats-Unis, 11 "Mon frere
etudi era la physique a Carnegie-Me 11 on, 11 "J' adore l es romans de
Hemingway." In fact, I mistook a swim team for a group of California
co 11 ege students because of the American logos on their beach bags
until they sprang out of the pool and began to speak the ·1anguage
of Voltaire.
Swiss diplomatic expertise is likewise an axiom of the foreign
policy of most nations. The Swiss were making available their 11 bons
officesu to resolve international disputes long before the European
Community was ever conceived. A cursory historical review of Swiss
diplomacy will reveal the pervasiveness and usefulness of Swiss
diplomatic skills.
Switzerland has served as the protector of
foreign interests for various countries since the mid-nineteenth
century. This activity developed considerably during the First World
War, at which time Switzerland defended the interests of twenty-five
states.
During the Second World War Switzerland served as the
protector of the interests of thirty-five nations abroad.
Switzerland still retains seventeen protective mandates, including
the protection of American interests in Cuba and Iran (Probst 489).
Switzerland played a decisive role in mediation for the return
of prisoners of war and for a cease-fire in 1953 at the end of the
Korean War, as well as in the Franco-Algerian negotiations which
led to the Evian Agreements in 1962. Of special interest is the
Swiss role in the resolution of the American hostage crisis in Iran
in 1979. The Swiss appealed to the Algerian government to negotiate
an acceptable solution to the crisis, because the Algerians had
a
more sensitive understanding of the Iranian religious
fundamentalists holding the hostages than did Western diplomats
( Probst 490).
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A final important aspect of Swiss foreign policy is its
function
as
the host country for countless i nternati ona 1
organizations and conferences. Geneva, along with New York, remains
the headquarters of the worldwide United Nations. Following is
a partial list of conferences and public lectures dealing with
international diplomacy and understanding which took place in
Switzerland during the summer of 1990:
the second international
conference on word and image at the University of Zurich; a lecture
by Professor K. Bogacki of the University of Warsaw entitled
"Logique et linguistique en Pologne 11 at the University of Lausanne;
a course entitled "Les Grands Problemes de la Paix 11 dealing with
disarmament negotiations
in 1990 offered by the Institut
International de Recherches pour la Paix at Geneva; a lecture by
Professor Mark Zacher of the University of British Columbia dealing
with the negotiation of the 11 international 11 regimes of air and
space, sponsored by the Institut Universitaire de Hautes Etudes
Internationales in Geneva; a lecture by Professor Robert 0. Keohane
of Harvard University concerning international institutions at the
end of the Cold War, held at the Graduate Institute of International
Studies in Geneva; the pub 1i c defense of a doctoral dissertation
"Ou va la Pologne?" by Adam Pawlowski at the University of Lausanne;
a lecture in Lausanne "Ou va 1 'Afrique du Sud?" sponsored by the
anti-apartheid committee of Vaud; an international colloquium on
minority literatures sponsored by the University of Lausanne; a
1ecture at the University of Lausanne by Professor Vi o1ette Rey
of the Ecole Norma le Superieure entitled "Feu 1 'Europe de l I Est, 11
a highly lucid analysis of the history of Eastern Europe and the
problems of its assimilation into the new Europe; a lecture by the
Russian writer Juri Ginsburg discussing the problems of writers
in the Soviet Union, hosted by the Centre de traduction litteraire
at the University of Lausanne; an international colloquium at
Crans-Montana high in the A1pine canton of Va 1a is whose purpose
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was to devise strategies to faci 1i tate the ass imi 1at ion of the
emerging Eastern European democracies into the new more united
European economic constellation (Widmann); finally an international
colloquium entitled "Les Nouveaux Visages de l 'Europe, 11 under the
auspices of the government of the canton of Va 1a is, at Sion. This
particular colloquium at Sion was especially significant in that
it brought together professors and po 1i ti ca 1 representatives from
Switzerland, France, Belgium, Poland and the Soviet Union for the
purpose of promoting more effective cooperation among these states.
The Russian representative Tcherniavski Stanislav, an officer of
the Russi an de 1egation at the United Nations in Geneva, expressed
in . a most moving speech his government's profound gratitude and
admiration for Swiss efforts to create greater harmony between
Eastern and Western Europe.
Although Switzerland is today in 1991 one of the most
recalcitrant states with which the European Community must deal,
it has participated in the process of European integration s i nee
its beginning shortly after the Second World War.
The Swiss
movement for uni fi cation was i ni ti ated by Denis de Rougemont, who
played a prominent part at the Congress of the Hague in 1948. De
Rougemont believed that ~he role of Switzerland would be crucial
in the unification process, due to its long expertise in bringing
together diverse religious and ethnic groups (Saint-Ouen 274). As
a result of his efforts, a European Center of Culture was created
in Geneva and is still operating today.
The Radical Max
Petitpierre, chief of the Swiss political department from 1944 until
1961, influenced by De Rougemont 1 s theories, was making steady
efforts to make his colleagues aware of the need to join the
discussions aimed at the establishment of European institutions.
In June 1947 the Swiss government decided to take part in the EEC
negotiations. On this occasion the Federal Council did stress that,
while perpetual neutrality still excluded any political alliance,
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it did not prevent Switzerland from parti ci pati ng in efforts for
an economic recovery of Europe (Saint-Ouen 274).
Switzerland took a more decisive step toward European
integration when it joined EFTA in 1960. At the same time the Swiss
government was already contemplating an associative relationship
with the European Conmunity, as evidenced by the visit of two Swiss
Federal councilors to Brussels in 1962 in order to present a request ·
in this direction. In May, 1963 Swiss ties with Europe strengthened
as Switzerland entered the Counci 1 of Europe ( Rohr 14).
Finally
in July, 1972 four of the EFTA states--Switzerland, Austria, Sweden
and Finl and- -s i gfled an agreement with the European Community whereby
they were granted associational status. The terms of this agreement
provided for the elimination of most industrial tariffs by 1975
and tariffs on sensitive items by 1980. Although participation
in the Common Agricultural Policy was not required, the agreement
did stipulate the elimination of tariffs on processed agricultural
products.
Finally, it established safeguards against practices
by the new associated members that might prevent or restrict
conditions of competition in the Common Market (Bohn 348). This
1972 treaty is the foundation for the current negotiations between
Switzerland and the other EFTA states and the European Co1T1T1unity.
Thus for nearly two decades Switzerland has been cooperating
closely with the European Community on an economic basis. Yet
during this time it has consistently maintained its traditional
objective: to work toward the economic integration of Europe, while
safeguarding the Swiss system of direct democracy, the powers of
the Swiss Parliament and the trademarks of Swiss foreign policy
based upon neutrality. This article has illuminated the historical
origins and the practical reasons for the high priority attributed
by the Swiss to these privileges of their unique political system:
a record of nearly five centuries of domestic tranquility,
permitting the development of one of Europe's most prosperous
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societies; a tradition of communal and cantonal sovereignty, quite
different from the centralized bureaucracy of neighboring European
states such as France; a number of economic advantages for Swiss
citizens

resulting from the

policy of neutrality, including the

right of Swiss firms to determine independently their output and
thereby offer higher salaries, an extremely profitable network of
trade

with

trusting

Switzerland
afforded

as

Third

imperialist,

the Swiss

World

states

and

the

who

do

investment

not

perceive

opportunities

by the deposits of individuals and worldwide

corporations in the unusually stable and reliable Swiss banks.
The

political,

economic and monetary union of the European

Community after January 1st, 1993 will necessitate a reformulation
of Swiss foreign policy, but the above-mentioned historical,
political and economic considerations will continue to dictate the
Swiss political sphere in its negotiations with the rest of Europe.
In

1991

the

resolution
Space.

pri nci pal

di ffi cul ty

facing

Switzerland

is

the

of the isssue of the treaty on the European Economic

While the Swiss have not succeeded in obtaining genuine

equality for the EFTA states in the · EES decision making process,
they are managing to preserve the integrity of certain aspects of
their political system and their constitution within the framework
of the treaty.

Swiss influence upon the treaty's development is

greatly enhanced by Switzerland's strong economic position as the
European

Community's

partner

for

imports

second partner for exports
as

regards

foreign

trade,

and

its fourth

a point Swiss

negotiators wi 11 doubtless frequently reiterate. At present public
op1 m on regarding acceptance or rejection of the treaty is nearly
equally divided.

Within Swiss political circles the movement for

greater European integration is led by the Genevese radi ca 1 Gi 11 s
Petitpierre, the Ticinese Christian Democrat Fulvio Caccia and the
Bernese Christian
opposition

is

Democrat Peter Sager (Dousse, L' adhesion). The

led by the populists
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Fischer (Aschinger, Europa 92).
Swiss political experts concur
that, in any case, the treaty must be submitted to the popular vote
and that it must include a clause protecting the federal
di stri buti on of power and the poss i bi 1i ty for popular rights to
be used against Community decisions.
Switzerland's participation in European integration is most
productive within the context of the Counci 1 of Europe. Here the
Swiss have been i nvo 1ved in i ntergovernmenta 1 activities designed
to protect human rights and the identities of the individual
European cultures.
In 1989 the Swiss assumed major leadership at
Strasbourg in a study of the effects of cooperation with the
European Community upon the judicial powers of the Council of
Europe.
Clearly the problems of Swiss assimilation into the new Europe
are profound and merit the most serious attention by a11 parties
concerned.
In this respect the European Community's recent
insensitivity and dogmatism are most unfortunate. Were Switzerland
to be legally incorporated into the European Community, the unity
of the Swiss state would be more seriously jeopardized than that
of any of its neighbors. Each of the present official member states
of the European Corrmunity is monolingual or at least uses a single
official language. In the case of Switzerland, however, a political
incorporation into the European Community could lead to a
reorientation of the French cantons toward France, the Ticino toward
Italy and the German speaking cantons toward Germany. Would such
a political and cultural dilution of Switzerland be in the best
interest of the new Europe?
The government of the European
Community must recognize that economic and political cooperation
with the neutral states of Europe is possible without unqualified
1ega l confederation. The fulcrum of so much European philosophy
from Plato to Kant, Hegel and Camus is antithesis and dialogue.
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Subordination to the hierarchy of the European Corrmunity would
deprive Switzerland of its dialectical force in European politics.
Perhaps Switzerland can best serve the interests of the new Europe
by applying its diplomacy and experience in democratic government
to the activities of the Council of Europe while preserving,
politically at least, its autonomy, jealously safeguarding that
diversity which the American trave 11 er in Europe instantly detects
and so admires.

Moscow•

ePrague

eParis

•

eVienna
Budapest

Belgrade •

Bucharest •

Switzerland's Location Within Europe
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Notes
1This article was made possible by a grant from the Pew
Charitable Trust Faculty Development Fund of Tusculum College.
2This new government consisted of an executive branch, the
Federal Counci 1 , composed of seven equa 1 members, no two of whom
could come from the same canton.
(Recent. laws require that two
of the Council ors come from Francophone cantons.) The l egi s 1ati ve
branch consists of the Federal Parliament at Bern, comprising two
chambers:
the National Council, the direct representative of the
people, and the Estates Council, representing the cantons.
3switzerland's perpetual international neutrality was elevated
to a principle of international law at the Congress of Vienna in
1815.
4voltaire wrote Candide in 1759 while residing at Les Delices.
5Lenin resided in Switzerland from 1914 until 1917. The German
General Staff provided him with safe passage through Germany from
Switzerland to Russia in a sealed train, hoping that Lenin's
revolutionary appea 1s to Russi an troops would bring the war on the
eastern front to a swifter end.
6La Suisse
Switzerland.

romande

is

the

generic

name

for

Francophone

7Most German Swiss books and newspapers are written in
Hochdeutsch. It is also the language of public instruction. The
German Swiss pride themse 1ves on the II secret~• qua 1i ty of their
vari~_us dialects, ..which exist almost exclusively in _o ral form.
8EFTA is known in French as the Association Europeenne de Libre
Echange (AELE).
9A number of Swiss newspapers were consulted in the _preparation
of this article.
The main sources used are a Zurich paper,
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Tages-Anzeiger and three Francophone papers, the Genevese La Suisse
as well as Le Matin and La Gazette de Lausanne, both published in
Lausanne.
10rhe main governmenta 1 organs of the European Community are
the European Commission (the executive branch), the European
Parliament (the legislative branch), and the· European Court of
Justice. Even though they are both located in Strasbourg, it is
important not to confuse the European Parliament, which legislates
exclusively for the European Community, with the Council of Europe,
a more democracti c structure representing most European states,
all involved in discussions and agreements.
11 1 am deeply grateful for Monsieur Ruffy's assistance in the
preparation of this article. Although he had met me for only the
first time the day of our interview in Lausanne, he prepared a
meticulous summary of the Swiss predicament in the contemporary
European
milieu.
His remarks are insightful and deserve the
serious attention of pol i ti cal leaders throughout Europe and the
United States.
12 1 attended eight meetings of the National Council in June
of 1990. The National Council meets four times a year in Bern.
Each session lasts three weeks. Each session is opened by a solemn
parliamentary pledge to defend the "eternal independence" of the
Swiss homeland. Speakers debating in the National Council use the
language of their own canton. A German Swiss who cannot speak
fluent French is deemed to be poorly educated, but unfortunately
the Francophone Romands do not reciprocate by learning to speak
fluent German.
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